Analyzing Community Human Information Needs: A Case Study by Croneberger, Robert B., Jr. & Luck, Carolyn
Analyzing Community Human Information 




THISARTICLE WILL describe the community analysis 
initiated at the Detroit Public Library in 1970 and continuing to the 
present, during most of which time the authors served respectively as 
deputy director and community social work consultant. Both formal 
and informal methods of community analysis were used, and the article 
will show the distinction between the two. 
The most important starting point of any community analysis 
undertaken for a library is the establishment of the library's goals and 
objectives. This provides the context and the focus for analysis, without 
which there can only be confusion and frustration. The purpose of 
community analysis should be not only to facilitate the achievement of 
goals and objectives, but also to provide updated information to 
challenge these goals and objectives as current responses by the library 
to changing publics. Without goals and objectives, it is difficult to know 
what to examine or to recognize what is significant. It is not possible to 
develop effective service goals without a comprehensive and 
up-to-date analysis of the people to be served. Goals and objectives of 
libraries are closely related to community analysis and should be part of 
an ongoing process in which one constantly affects the other. 
It should be remembered that the goal of the Detroit Public Library 
administration was the revitalization of branch libraries after a ten-year 
period of declining circulation, and that the vehicle chosen to 
implement this revitalization was the initiation of information and 
referral services. How this vehicle was chosen and the steps used to 
implement the service are all part of the process of community analysis. 
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The formal phase of the community analysis was begun as a method 
of determining the future role of the Detroit Public Library. Nelson 
Associates had completed a study indicating that the Detroit Public 
Library should be designated a statewide resource and funded by the 
state. The documentation was based on a user study showing that a 
high percentage ofthe use of the main library consisted of the students 
of the local universities and community colleges, businesses which had 
moved outside the city limits, and noncity residents.' A Metropolitan 
Library Project had also demonstrated that the main library would 
benefit frqm providing free access to noncity resident^.^ A third study, 
known as the Hudzik report, was conducted at the request of the 
Michigan Department of Education, under the auspices of the state 
library. It was a study of the state's existing systems arrangement. 
Among its conclusions, it also stated that the Detroit Public Library's 
main library should be designated a state resource and funded 
separately by the state of Mi~higan .~  
These three documents, together with the statistical reports of 
declining use of the branch libraries, led to some fairly obvious 
conclusions. The vast resources ofthe main library were not being used 
by city residents, and the major users of the main library and of the 
formerly busy branches had largely deserted the city. These 
conclusions brought up the basic questions of the goals and objectives 
of the library. Legislation was drafted (and eventually passed) naming 
the Detroit Public Library's main library a state resource, along with the 
four major universities of the state. This legislation was sponsored by 
the state library. Although no funding has been received under this 
bill, the potential exists for increased state support of the main library. 
It was clear from the very beginning, however, that the new 
administration felt strongly that the major goal of the Detroit Public 
Library should be service to the residents of Detroit. In order to 
accomplish this goal, there was a need to know who the residents were, 
what were their wants and needs, and if there were any ways in which 
the services of the library could better meet those wants and needs. 
Fortunately, there was plenty of documentation about the city of 
Detroit to draw upon. One of the first sources was the three-volume 
study of Detroit done by Constantinos Doxiadk4 Slides were made 
from these volumes showing population shifts on demographic maps 
and charts done from the beginning of Detroit's history to the 
megalopolis projections for the twenty-first century. These slides were 
used in a series of formal presentations to the staff of the library, 
sharing the information about the library's problems. 
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A committee representing a cross section of the library's staff was 
established to design a series of staff workshops on the goals and 
objectives of the library. At one such workshop, the City Plan 
Commission agreed to provide all demographic information for an 
area within a 1%-mile radius of each branch library, the standard 
service area of each branch. The library pinpointed the locations of 
each branch library and books were prepared for each branch showing 
all statistical information from the census figures for the service area of 
that branch. In this way a study of the ethnic characteristics of each 
neighborhood was begun, detailing the percentage of children and 
their age groupings, the educational levels, etc. These booklets proved 
to be invaluable tools. Other workshop participants heard the 
president of the Common Council, the leaders of the health and 
welfare agencies, etc. Gradually, information about the population 
became more clear. It was also clear from these workshops and other 
contacts with city agencies that there was no decentralized information 
and referral service available in the city. One of the agreements quickly 
reached by the staff and the administration was that the provision of 
information in all its forms should be a high priority task of the library. 
At this point, the theoretical vehicle for the revitalization of the branch 
libraries was attained. 
The information used in this formal stage of community analysis 
made very clear Detroit's diversity. It was recognized that we could not 
expect the same methods or programs to work in every community, 
and we did not expect to find the same informational needs every- 
where. We did conclude, however, that the demographic, historical 
profiles of neighborhoods that we had required expansion with more 
specific, human and dynamic knowledge of who the people were who 
were represented by census data. Without such direct exploration, the 
best we could do was to conjecture about the needs and problems of 
people of given income and age ranges, or  given ethnic and 
educational backgrounds. Thus, a process of informal community 
analysis was begun in order to discover ways in which branch libraries 
could function as neighborhood information centers to readers and 
nonreaders, users and nonusers. The formal information gathered 
was essential, but the question "Who is out there?" remained only 
partially answered by the series of numbers on paper. 
The concept design of the information and referral service which 
was being developed accented the provision of local, neighborhood 
information in the branch library communities. If the branch library 
had access to neighborhood information which could be used to 
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handle more human problems at that level, it was assumed that the 
branch library could broaden its information service to those residents 
not currently using the library in traditional ways. Thus, while the 
library administrators were making formal contacts with agencies 
describing the new service and gaining support at administrative levels, 
steps were beingtaken to organize an informal approach to community 
analysis at the branch librarylneighborhood level. 
Again using the new information and referral service as a vehicle, 
branch library heads were brought together for a series of workshops 
on the implementation of the service. The outreach aspects of the 
service were discussed in depth, which led to the formulation of the 
informal community analysis method known as the "community walk." 
The goals of the community walk were: (1) to advertise the services of 
the library, describing not only the new information and referral 
services, but all other services of the system; and (2) to discover in 
human terms "who was out there," what were the needs and wants of 
the community, ~vhat were the existing services, and how we could best 
link the resources of the library to existing agencies and groups and 
transform the branch libraries into the neighborhood information 
centers we wanted them to be. 
Without going into a full description of the structure of the 
information and referral service, the concept called for the discovery of 
local resources (services and people) by means of branch library 
involvement in the communities of the city. This information would be 
added to the appropriate card files throughout the system. For 
example, a local minister with a small discretionary fund was only 
important to the one branch library which could refer people from that 
neighborhood, but larger groups willing to provide transportation to 
disabled people for visits to the doctor's office would be important 
citywide. 
Posters and brochures were designed for each branch library. New 
telephone lines were installed in each branch, and blow-up reference 
maps of the service areas of each branch were used to indicate areas of 
responsibility.,'~ommunity walks were conducted by the professional 
and clerical staff of each branch. The target areas were the businesses 
and service agencies, including churches, bars, gas stations, etc., within 
the service areas. No one went on a community walk alone, or went 
without someone who had already been trained to do it. Each branch 
mas to cover its service area within six months and then start at the 
beginning again. Simple rules for the walks were: (1) never walk alone, 
(2) walk during "slow hours" at the branch, (3) do not go to private 
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homes, (4)if a store is too busy, go back another time, (5)leave purses at 
the branch, and (6) schedule at least two walks each week.' 
T h e  response was overwhelming. In time it was possibie to draw a 
direct statistical relationship between the number of information and 
referral questions received by a branch library and the amount of 
community walking done by that branchG~here were many legitimate 
fears expressed about the community walk concept, revolving mostly 
around fear of the neighborhood, the discomfort of being outside the 
library building and onto someone else's "turf," the distaste that some 
felt about "selling" the services of the library, and the general resistance 
to a change in the basic job duties of a librarian. For the most part, these 
fears were abated by the experience of the community walk itself. 
There were very few rebuffs, and the businesses and agencies in the 
communities expressed a great deal of interest and enthusiasm for the 
project. 
One of the obvious issues in this process of redefining service based 
on community analysis is whether it is the function of a public library to 
provide what people want, or to provide what they need (i.e., what is 
good for them). This is recognized as the long-standing "quality vs. 
demand" debate in public libraries. With service as a goal and 
professional integrity as check and balance, this debate is a creative one 
in that it produces compromises which make the best of both theories 
available to the public. If this debate is not resolved to some degree, 
there can be no clear policy of service within which staff can function. 
In  the case of the Detroit Public Library, it should be clearly 
understood that the general priorities had already been established. 
The service policy adopted was that the meeting of informational 
needs related to the problems of everyday living would take higher 
priority than creating new readers or catering to the interests of 
long-standing ones. This is not to say that either of these latter service 
goals were dropped; however, they were assigned lesser priorities. 
With information and referral itself as the designated priority, 
however, there appeared no further way-nor did it seem 
desirable-to establish within that priority a hierarchy of information 
needs. For example, in some of the most depressed neighborhoods in 
Detroit, where the logically anticipated social needs for employment, 
education, legal aid, health and welfare services were found to exist to a 
high degree, the branches began to get many requests for guitar 
lessons, chess clubs, foreign-language programs, arts and crafts, 
practical consumer education programs, and help with adult 
educational needs of many types. In terms of meetingunmet needs and 
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demonstrating to previously unserved people that the library has some 
good things to offer, needs which are frequently discounted as "merely 
recreational" or "special interest" or "having nothing to do with books" 
could not be overlooked any more than the obviously crucial needs for 
services. A practical reason for not attempting to assign priorities to 
types of informational needs or wants is that the distinctions between 
the two are becoming increasingly artificial. A young person's relative 
need to learn sewing or guitar, or an elderly person's need for 
structured activity and contact with others, cannot easily be deemed 
less important than someone else's need for employment or  
counseling. It became clear through many experiences during the 
study that needs and wants were frequently too interrelated to be 
separated, and that the things people wanted often served to meet their 
needs. For example, a sewing class may help a young woman to stretch 
a limited income, to take greater pride in her appearance, to gain 
self-esteem from her ability to learn a skill, and to create useful and 
attractive things. 
It could be conjectured from some of the Detroit experiences that it 
is sometimes necessary to give people what they want in order to create 
opportunities to serve their needs-and that at other times the reverse 
is true. For example, a storefront branch in the Latino community 
initially became popular with school-age children because of an 
energetic Latina librarian who served free coffee and cookies, talked 
with them, played Latino dance music, and provided popular reading 
materials in Spanish. The storefront developed, moved into a branch 
and eventually provided the community with the total range of library 
services, including basic information and referral service. In  other 
places, the credibility of the library as an accepting place where help 
and information were available could only be established by the 
successful handling of information and referral questions about 
problems with serious consequences. As this credibility grew, it spilled 
over into greater use of the library's recreational and educational 
resources. The most useful conclusions to be drawn from these 
variations is that attempts to judge which informational needs are more 
important than others are likely to be self-defeating, and that the only 
way to begin to be more effective as a neighborhood information center 
is to provide what people indicate interests them. 
Community walks were the basic informal tool used in Detroit to 
learn about neighborhoods and to let people know what was 
happening at the library. The other basic means of informal 
community analysis was contact with agencies, organizations and 
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groups, from block clubs to community mental health centers and 
churches. This involved drop-in visits, scheduled interviews, and 
presentations about the library's services. Interviews were used to learn 
about the programs and activities of agencies or organizations, to begin 
to establish appropriate cooperative relationships, and to draw on the 
informal community knowledge of the people being interviewed. It 
might be asked if community walking and contacts with agencies and 
organizations are legitimate means of community analysis, since they 
may appear to be simplistic or unsophisticated approaches. The answer 
would be that these methods are of most value when used in 
conjunction with the more formal methods, such as study of 
demographic data. There are some types of valuable information 
about communities which cannot be learned through demographic 
data or through any means other than actively seeking information 
through direct contact with peoplq A few examples will help to 
illustrate the value of these simple?, I& formal means of community 
analysis. 
According to the census data about one branch area in Detroit, there 
was in that area a relatively high concentration of recently immigrated 
people from Iraq. This segment of the community appeared to be 
closely knit and self-sufficient, and it did not use the branch library. For 
more than one year the branch staff attempted unsuccessfully to make 
contact with this group. At one point, fliers were printed in Arabic and 
distributed throughout the neighborhood. There was negligible 
response to this and other efforts. 
During this same period, the branch staffwas encouraged to interact 
more directly with a multi-ethnic community organization in the area. 
Because this organization was somewhat controversial and had a 
"radical" reputation, there had been some reluctance on the part of the 
staff to become associated with it. As part of the third year of the 
federally sponsored NIC p r ~ j e c t , ~  which in Detroit emphasized 
cooperation between branch libraries and community agencies and 
organizations, steps were taken to overcome this reluctance and to 
begin a more active relationship. In the process of identifying some of 
the ways in which the library and the community organization could 
work together to serve their common community more effectively, it 
became obvious that the organization had a sizable and active 
representation from the hard-to-reach Arabic population. There was a 
great deal of interest in this fact, and it was learned through discussion 
that the people in question were not Arabs, but Chaldeans who were 
Catholic Iraquis. Their language, religion and culture are different 
from those of the Arabs. Furthermore, the recent immigration was 
largely the result of Arab oppression of the Chaldean minority in Iraq. 
Such facts had not appeared in the census data or in any of the studies 
of Detroit, but they could have surfaced much earlier if active 
communication with the neighborhood organization had begun 
sooner. 
Three lessons in community analysis can be drawn from this and 
similar experiences. First, assumptions about a community based solely 
on superficial appearances can be painfully inaccurate. For example, 
"people who look like Arabs and come from an Arab country must be 
Arabs," or "they speak Spanish and look Mexican, so they must be 
Mexicans" (in Detroit, the Latino community is an extremely 
cosmopolitan one, made up of people of Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
Central American and South American heritages), or "they are black, 
so they must be militant and on welfare." Mere knowledge of the 
national or ethnic origin of a segment of a population is too basic and 
superficial to make any decision other than one to learn more about the 
people you are dealing with. 
The second lesson is that in the task of community analysis, it is 
essential to recognize groups, organizations and other agencies as part 
of the community. Too often the community analyzed is limited to a 
mass of disconnected individuals confined within some geographical 
limits and described by statistics. Such analysis is useless if it does not 
include the ways in which these individuals are connected through 
groups, organizations and agencies. Libraries are by no means the only 
service agencies which frequently fail to explore this total community 
to learn what efforts are already being made to meet people's needs, 
what information has already been gathered and what opportunities 
exist to cooperate with others to achieve mutual objectives. Much 
isolation and duplication could be avoided by using this approach. 
Librarians often fear the loss of the political neutrality of the library by 
association with other agencies or organizations. The neutrality of a 
library is clearly one of its advantages and one of its ethical obligations. 
The credibility and service orientation of an agency or organization 
should be carefully scrutinized before the library becomes actively 
involved, but protection of neutrality does not justify the library's 
isolation. 
The third instructive point to be drawn from this experience is that 
different approaches are needed for different communities and 
subgroups within them. A good practical guideline is: when an 
approach fails to make contact, find out who in the community does 
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have knowledge and can be of help. Another underlying guideline is to 
approach communities and groups with respect and to learn about 
them in order to provide services they want and need. An impersonal 
use of statistics to solve the problems of such groups cannot be effective 
and unlikely to be tolerated for very long. 
In some situations it may be necessary to work through other 
agencies in order to provide information and referral service to a 
particular community. In one Detroit neighborhood, there was a large 
proportion of first and second generation Eastern Europeans, who 
were Roman Catholic, working class and had lived in the neighborhood 
for forty or fifty years. When they were approached on community 
walks and told about the information and referral service available at 
the library, they were sometimes offended at the implication that they 
might have problems. Sometimes they replied politely that it sounded 
like a good service, but they did not need it. Given the stability, strong 
work ethic, and religious affiliation which became apparent through 
the demographic statistics and personal contacts, an alternative 
approach was clearly needed. The branch librarians went to the parish 
priests, who were relied upon to help with problems, and explained the 
service as a resource which the priests could use when they needed 
more information than they had at hand. This cooperative 
arrangement, based on an assessment of the cultural differences of a 
particular community, enabled the library to provide information and 
referral services indirectly to a group which would not be served 
directly by an "outside" agency. 
We said earlier that we were able to observe a direct correlation 
between the amount of community walking and the number of 
inquiries received at a branch library. This is true as a generalization, 
but it is important to acknowledge that there were exceptions. The 
most notable exception was at a branch where the staff was enthusiastic 
and was doing a good deal of walking and making presentations to 
groups. While this staff was successful in gaining knowledge of the 
community, it was receiving a relatively low volume of information and 
referral inquiries. This branch library was located in the same service 
area as a neighborhood city hall which had the reputation of being the 
best and most effective in the city. The man in charge was a colorful and 
well-known local figure who did a good job of handling complaints and 
straightening out problems involving city departments. The little city 
hall had operated for a number of years before the library began its 
new program and was well established as the place to go with problems 
about city government or city services. In many other areas of Detroit, 
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either there was no little city hall, it was poorly run, or it lacked 
credibility in the neighborhood. 
This branch library was also located directly across the street from a 
large, highly visible community mental health agency which provided a 
wide range of comprehensive services, including a hotline. This agency 
was also well established by the time the library began community 
walks. Most other neighborhoods of Detroit lacked an agency of this 
type which was visible and easily accessible. It seemed clear that the 
neighborhood city hall and the community mental health center were 
adequately handling two large categories of information and referral 
questions: those related to city services and those related to mental 
health. Branches in neighborhoods lacking such resources received 
more of these types of inquiries. 
The other fact we discovered was that the number of telephone 
reference questions the branch was receiving had increased 
dramaticially since the community walking had begun. The staff felt 
that this increase was a direct result of community contact with 
residents who had not previously recognized the library as a reference 
source. There was a need for this kind of information service in the 
neighborhood, and that need was appropriately met by the branch 
library. The cooperative arrangements established among the library, 
the little city hall, and the community mental health agency resulted in 
mutual respect for each other's expertise, less duplication, and most 
importantly, a smoother service delivery system for the citizens of that 
neighborhood. 
Our conclusions based on the community analysis conducted in 
Detroit are as follows: 
1. 	Formal and informal methods of community analysis are essential 
both for developing a clear and useful picture of "who is out there" 
and for an understanding of what they needlwant. 
2. 	There is no substitute for direct, active information-seeking in the 
process of community analysis in order to avoid acting on 
unsubstantiated assumptions about groups of people. 
3. 	Just as different communities will want or need different services, 
different approaches will have to be used in the task of community 
analysis. There is no single approach which will always work, but 
respect and flexibility are always essential. 
4. 	The purpose of community analysis at the Detroit Public Library 
has been to find more and better ways to serve the residents of 
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Detroit. The information and referral service emerged as one 
means. Others-some traditional, some experimental-continue to 
emerge as the process continues. 
5. 	Goals and objectives for the library and community analysis should 
be interrelated processes in order to be effective, with goals and 
objectives providing the focus for analysis, and with analysis 
enhancing and updating the goals and objectives. 
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